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Abstract
This article reflects upon the impact of the work of John W. O’Malley, S.J. (1927–2022), on the field of the
history of Jesuit education. In The First Jesuits (1993), O’Malley provided an innovative approach to the subject
that refuted some long-standing preconceptions about the way Jesuit schools and universities had originally
developed. The approach that he took to the topic throughout the 1990s and 2000s allowed him to identify
two intertwined educational traditions at the heart of the Jesuit pedagogical model: the humanistic tradition of
the Renaissance period, based on the Isocratic concept of pietas, and the scholastic tradition inherited from
the medieval universities. This article focuses on the consequences of these findings: 1) at the
historiographical level, O’Malley came to elaborate a philosophy of history around the traditional concept of
humanism as it emerged in Four Cultures of the West (2004) and in his tetralogy (2008–2019) on modern
ecumenical councils; 2) at the pedagogical level, O’Malley came to outline 5 “humanistic” hooks (2015),
which are still essential tools for those actively working in Jesuit educational institutions.
Introduction
The task of writing on John O’Malley’s impact on
Jesuit education is not easy, for it runs the risk of
neglecting aspects that are probably as equally
fundamental as those that one chooses to
describe. Undoubtedly, O’Malley is one of the
greatest scholars of our time. He has contributed
to the advancement of knowledge on the
Renaissance, Church history, and the philosophy
of cultures with books that are still cornerstones
and indispensable references for the scholarly
community. O’Malley has also contributed to the
knowledge of the history of his own religious
order, the Society of Jesus, but his contribution is
not limited to simple aspects of its history.
O’Malley’s contributions developed a field, which
was later explicitly called “Jesuit Studies” thanks to
the epistemic framework and perspectives he
provided through his own research.
This article builds upon this last trajectory in
O’Malley’s work to define the major lines of

impact it has had on the specific field of Jesuit
education.
First, O’Malley contributed to Jesuit education as
a scholar, a mentor, a teacher, a public historian,
and as a Jesuit. As a scholar, he paved the way for
the emergence of the field of Jesuit Studies, and
his fundamental works remain as key references
for researchers who want to study the history and
pedagogy of the Society of Jesus. He also helped
to frame the history of the Jesuits in the context
of the humanistic tradition on one side, and of the
broader Church history on the other. As a teacher
and a mentor, he educated, advised, and guided
generations of students, Jesuit scholastics, and
scholars, always projecting a sense of personal
availability that Benet Perera (1535–1610), the
great philosopher and theologian at the Roman
College, recommended as the distinctive mark for
any Jesuit teacher:
the teacher should be the sort of person
whom the student trusts because of his
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learning and practice, understands
because of his skillful fluency in teaching,
loves for his enthusiasm and diligence,
respects for the integrity of his life, and,
when the occasion arises, feels he can
approach freely for advice because of his
humanity and personal warmth.1
As a Jesuit and a public historian, O’Malley
contributed to the Jesuit network of schools and
universities—their faculty, staff, and students, as
well as to the Jesuits in formation and to the
Society in general. He offered a clear, convincing
perspective and understanding of how to look into
the identity of the Jesuit educational environment
in which all of those mentioned above learn,
work, teach, or are formed.
O’Malley’s definition of this identity developed
over time, but its core principle remained based
on the tight connection that he saw between Jesuit
pedagogy and humanistic culture. Understanding
O’Malley’s interpretation of what Jesuit education
means then requires inquiring into how and why
his understanding of “humanism” developed and
extended over time. Starting with his studies on
Renaissance intellectuals and then focusing on the
historical origins of the Society of Jesus, O’Malley
eventually offered an understanding of the very
nature of Jesuit pedagogy as belonging to the
humanistic tradition, which he conceived as
broader than the Renaissance one. Rather,
O’Malley came to consider the humanistic
tradition as a major phenomenon of the Western
tradition of understanding, perhaps sometimes
even alluding to it in an ontological way, as a
human mode of relating to reality overall.
1. The First Jesuits
O’Malley’s writings on Jesuit education—an
interest of his scholarship that began with the
publication of The First Jesuits—is an appropriate
place to begin.
In the sixth chapter of The First Jesuits, O’Malley
made some important clarifications that were
necessary in the scholarly debate about how the
history of the Jesuits connects to the goals of their
schools.2 First, he demonstrated that the Jesuits
were not born to fight the Reformation, but to
“help souls,” a charism that involved the

performance of ministries of charity and—in the
broader framework of the expansion of European
imperialisms—the pursuit of evangelization in
missionary contexts.3 Although Ignatius and his
first companions had met as students at the
University of Paris and thus knew the importance
of being educated, they initially did not recruit
new members who were not already fully formed
in their studies.4 “No estudios ni lecciones en la
Compañía,”5 was the wish of Ignatius himself. He
intended the Society to be a congregation of
itinerant preachers of the Gospel, based on
almsgiving and what Luce Giard called “essential
mobility.”6 Therefore, he desired to recruit only
those who could be ready to “help souls,” that is,
men who were already educated. This initial core
of the Jesuit charism changed very quickly, as
dissatisfaction with the readiness of new members
and the difficulty of refusing admission to young
men who had yet to complete their studies,
prompted Ignatius to adapt to the new
circumstances and allow the establishment of
Jesuit colleges as early as 1541. These colleges
were residences located in major European cities
where young scholars could complete their studies
by attending classes at the local university.7 The
story changed again when Ignatius was urged by
local citizens and rulers to open schools for lay or
clerical students (who were external to the order)
in their communities. After initial cautious
perplexity, Ignatius accepted the idea of
appointing Jesuits with this mission. Only five
years after the start of the proto-college in
Messina (1548), he was able to convey that he was
in favor of expanding the establishment of
schools.8
O’Malley’s work highlighted two other crucial
moments of change. One is Ignatius’s choice to
favor the establishment of colleges rather than
professed houses, a decision that can be
determined by a letter that Juan Alfonso de
Polanco, his secretary, wrote to Francisco de
Borja.9 This decision had a great impact on the
mission of the Society in Ignatius’s eyes. Unlike
the professed houses, which were temporary
residences and did not rely on any income other
than alms, the colleges could be sustained and
endowed, which meant that a more stable
administration was needed.10 The second moment,
perhaps even more radical, occurred after
Ignatius’s death.11 The rapid expansion of the
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schools put a strain on the Society because only
fully trained Jesuits could serve as teachers in the
schools. Staff shortages resulted in frustration and
crisis and many schools experienced times of
failure.12 O’Malley was the first to emphasize the
importance of a letter sent by Polanco on behalf
of Diego Laínez, the superior general who
followed Ignatius. In this letter, the founder’s
secretary wrote that, from then on, every Jesuit
should carry “his share of the burden in the
schools.”13 At this moment, O’Malley observed,
education became the order’s most important
ministry and the Society became the first teaching
order in the Catholic Church.
What O’Malley did, however, was both
demonstrate the development that led the Society
to change the vision that had animated the
founders in 1540 and highlight the fact that,
despite the radical nature of such a change, no one
within the Society opposed it.14 The entry into the
teaching ministry occurred as a surprisingly
smooth transition. There are many reasons and
sources for this, according to O’Malley, but we
will probably never have a definitive answer.
Clearly, two concomitant factors shaped the
mindset of the Society and paved the way for the
emergence of youth education as the order’s
primary ministry.
The first of these factors was that the Jesuits
interpreted education as an important way to help
souls. As O’Malley pointed out, the Constitutions
described the schools as a “work of charity,” a
kind of extension of the mission to “instruct the
ignorant,” that had already been stated in the
Formula instituti.15 In addition, the fundamental
work for the common good, intrinsic to Ignatius’s
spirituality and already resonant in the culture of
the early Jesuits, made them think of the
education of young people as the “leaven” of the
Christian faith. It was viewed as an effective way
to help the greatest number of people through a
specific activity.
The second factor is the influence of humanistic
culture on the early Jesuits. In The First Jesuits,
O’Malley described this influence in terms of
convergence between the Jesuits’ emphasis on the
common good of society and the common belief
of their times that humanistic studies formed
upright character, pietas.

Although different in many ways from the
Christianitas that the Jesuits wanted to
instill by their teaching of catechism, pietas
correlated with it in that the truths
learned were expected to have an impact
on the pupil’s behavior and outlook.16
There is also a third factor that is represented by
the method adopted by humanists, which is
founded on classic rhetoric and literature. These
disciplines are considered not only as a school of
style, but also as moral examples by which to be
inspired.
In the sixth chapter of The First Jesuits, O’Malley
does not yet develop the object of study related to
how Ignatian spirituality and his forma mentis
corresponded and shared the same pool of values
as studia humanitatis, as he would do in the future.
But already in the text of 1993, we can spot how
O’Malley sees an affinity between Jesuit culture—
as a religious order— and the fundamentals of
humanistic philosophy.
Among the main principles of this kind of an
affinity, The First Jesuits included the following:
1) The Jesuits believed in education, though they
did not explicitly develop a “philosophy of
education,” for they believed that the humanists
provided a reliable one. They emphasized the
importance of being a good teacher, rather than
being merely a learned man, in order to become
an excellent educator;17
2) Jesuits’ adaptation to local circumstances was a
value stated in both the Constitutions and the
Ratio studiorum. The latter was the famous plan of
studies viewed as a manifesto of Jesuit education
and a monument in the history of education.
According to the Ratio, some aspects of education
could be implemented differently across the
worldwide network of Jesuit schools;18
3) The Jesuits developed a pedagogy that
creatively blended humanistic education with
teaching practices at universities. In doing so, they
transcended the modus parisiensis, that is, methods
and systems they had experienced as students at
the University of Paris.19 O’Malley’s argument was
important for historiography. It re-addressed an
emphasis on the inherited model of university
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pedagogy that some important historians before
O’Malley had noted;
4) Contrary to the image of the steady success of
Jesuit schools throughout the early modern
period, the history of Jesuit education was
anything but a triumphal march. New foundations
did not result automatically in benefits, and
numerous crises and failures occurred in the
administration of its schools and universities.
Some institutions, such as the Roman Seminary,
were incredibly challenging from the point of view
of the Jesuit teachers.20
O’Malley made deepening the understanding of
the affinity between Jesuit pedagogy and
humanism a leitmotif in his later studies. The scope
of this affinity would significantly expand, but the
main assumptions that he had developed in The
First Jesuits remained as a milestone in his research
path and were rarely challenged by the later
scholarship.21
2. Inquiring into Jesuit Involvement with
Education and the Role of the Ratio

studiorum

The impact of The First Jesuits went beyond the
success of attracting the interest of scholars on the
topic.22 Thanks to the work of John O’Malley, a
broader public was drawn to discover the original
charism of the Society of Jesus.23 In particular,
members of Jesuit schools, colleges, and
universities24 who were exploring and integrating
recent official documents on Jesuit education and
pedagogy benefited from learning about the
identity and tradition of their institutions.25
In this context, it is not surprising that O’Malley
was asked to contribute to our understanding of
the structure and mission of the Jesuit educational
model at its origins. He was aware that providing a
deeper understanding of the tradition required
challenging long-held opinions to help Jesuits
themselves and their lay companions recognize
elements that were proper to their own
environments. In a crucial essay that O’Malley
entitled “How the First Jesuits Became Involved
with Education” (2000), he explicitly referred to
such a goal:

Here I want to deal more directly with
how the Jesuit involvement in formal
schooling originated, not about its impact.
I do so because I believe there is
something stabilizing, even invigorating,
about being part of a long-standing
tradition, if of course one understands
both its achievements and its limitations
and is therefore free to take from it what
is life-giving and helpful and leave the
rest.26
Historiographical research on the origins of Jesuit
education had to first confront some distorted and
preconceived ideas.27 Some of these had been
cultivated by the Society of Jesus itself, such as the
role of the Ratio studiorum in the history of Jesuits’
schools. According to O’Malley, the Ratio studiorum
adopted in 1599 could be understood as “a
deceptive document,”28 because, from a
historiographical point of view, its importance
could be overestimated in the economy of Jesuit
pedagogy. Scholarship often overemphasized its
impact on the reality of Jesuit schools, because of
the official nature of such a document and
because the Jesuits themselves revered it as one of
their major achievements. O’Malley demonstrated
that the Ratio was rarely implemented in its
entirety. The majority of Jesuit schools offered
only humanistic courses. The Ratio was mostly
meant for the education of the Jesuits themselves,
as the majority of subjects who could move
through the entirety of the Ratio to its final
theological studies were, in fact, Jesuits in
formation.29
In this contribution, O’Malley located the Jesuit
model of schooling in a historical context
dominated by two main traditions. The first
tradition was the medieval university, where the
main goal was to professionalize students in
disciplines such as theology, medicine, and law.
This professionalization was pursued through a
curriculum that drew its framework from the
Middle Ages and through a method that was
based on scholasticism. The second tradition was
that of the humanistic schools that emerged
during the Renaissance in Italy during the 14th
century.30 These schools desired to form students
to pietas and were based on the studia humanitatis.31
Ignatius and the first Jesuits were exposed to both
models. Some characteristics of Ignatian
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spirituality provided them with a mentality and a
culture that were instrumental in re-orienting their
initial missionary impulse toward an educational
one. O’Malley found the roots of this crucial
moment in Ignatius’s “reconciliation with the
world” and a spiritual attitude toward interiority.32
“Reconciliation with the world,” according to
O’Malley, was a paradigm shift in terms of how
Ignatius conceived his own spirituality. This
turning point occurred at Manresa when through
his intense spiritual enlightenment, Ignatius
developed “what might be called a world-friendly
spirituality.”33 This world-affirming spirituality,
combined with Ignatius’s growing belief that
Christian life requires us to help others, paved the
way to embrace the basic assumption of
humanistic education—that is, that the primary
quality which had to be pursued through the studia
humanitatis and the classic paideia is a form of pietas.
Thus, the Jesuits entered into the educational
endeavor with a mindset rooted in the basic values
of humanism. In their schools, they blended the
two models without seeing any conflict, but this
was because of a philosophy of education they
inherited from the humanists. The university
model was consonant with this philosophy insofar
as its methods and curricula could be framed
within a humanistic point of view. Its main goal
was to educate, which formed character and
prepared students for active citizenship and social
life. In this way, a good Christian could be
educated in a manner that was not in conflict with
the pursuit of truth.34 O’Malley established the
methodology to understand this topic. The core
element of the Jesuit vision for the purpose and
goal of education could not be fully grasped by
relying upon the Ratio studiorum, which for
O’Malley was no more than a codified set of rules
which did not embody the larger philosophy that
was involved in Jesuit pedagogy.35
O’Malley pointed out two major elements of this
pedagogy that are important for understanding the
humanistic approach of their educational mission
and how this related to the Arts and to the
communication between institutions.36 This was
an important step in how O’Malley came to see
humanism as the background for Jesuit education
and the mission of the Society in general. From
this moment on, the essays that he wrote on the
history and nature of Jesuit education seemed to

consider Jesuit culture as a crucial part of a
cultural tradition in the Western world, the
Isocratic-humanist one. Yet, it seems to us that in
O’Malley’s later works, this Isocratic-humanist
tradition would progressively lose its historically
determined traits—related, i.e. with Antiquity, the
Renaissance, or Western tradition in general—to
become almost a particular, anthropological form
of universal, human understanding.
3. Humanistic Tradition: Toward a
Philosophy of History (of Education)
O’Malley addressed the issue of Jesuit
“humanism” when he investigated the origins of
the involvement of the Society in education and
schools. In answer to the question “How
humanistic is the Jesuit tradition?,” O’Malley tried
first to address misconceptions about Jesuit
education derived from an excessive emphasis by
scholars on the Parisian experience of the first
Jesuits and the impact of the Ratio studiorum on the
reality of Jesuit schools and pedagogy.37 His
argument was that the Jesuit tradition belonged
more to the humanistic educational mentality than
to a medieval codification of knowledge and
methods. An emphasis on the medieval roots of
Jesuit education was made possible by interpreting
the Ratio studiorum as a document that was fully
and consistently implemented wherever a Jesuit
school was established. This failed to consider the
true nature of the document and the limited
implementation it enjoyed in Jesuit educational
institutions.
In The First Jesuits (1993), O’Malley criticized the
idea that Jesuits had simply translated the modus
parisiensis, and later, in “How the First Jesuits
Became Involved with Education” (2000), he
criticized the idea that the Ratio studiorum was a
sufficient source to understand the reality of Jesuit
pedagogy. Eventually, he had to address the issue
of what kind of humanism they belonged to and
what the characteristics were that proved that
Jesuit culture was part of such a tradition.
In “How Humanistic Is the Jesuit Tradition?”
(2000), O’Malley reconstructed the concept of the
humanistic tradition by sourcing it back to two
conflicting models of knowledge and education in
ancient Greece. On one side were the Platonic and
Aristotelian models, with the pursuit of dianoetic
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truth, theoretical contemplation, and abstract
speculation as the highest form of human
learning. On the other side was the isocratic
tradition which pursued pietas and prioritized the
ethical inspiration of the person. It formed human
beings to engage society as active citizens through
good literature and rhetoric.38

from Ignatian spirituality—the two levels
that Professor Fumaroli designated as
rhetorica humana and rhetorica divina in the
Jesuit tradition. In an ideal world these
two “rhetorics” should have impact on
every aspect and every discipline of the
educational enterprise.42

According to O’Malley, the Isocratic tradition was
present in Cicero and Quintilian as well as the
Fathers of the Church. Those Fathers had
adopted it to understand scripture, preach, and
announce the contents of Christian faith to the
society of their times. Renaissance humanism was
a Christian phenomenon that recovered the
primacy of pietas over an abstract conception of
veritas. This occurred through the establishment of
the so-called studia humanitatis, a plan of studies
that put grammar, literature, and rhetoric from the
ancient classics as the preferred method to educate
youth in character formation and eloquence. This
was meant to form young Christians as leaders of
society, in part, through their moral and civic
example. This also resulted in the emergence of
new disciplines crucial to theological debates of
the sixteenth century, such as philology. Not
surprisingly, O’Malley mentioned Erasmus as “the
prince of humanists” who encompassed all these
values, including the application of philology to
the interpretation and translation of scripture.39

At this point, it is clear that humanism was more
than a momentary movement, originally located in
Italy and then spreading across some European
countries such as the Low Countries, France,
Germany, and Spain. For O’Malley, that
movement was rooted in ancient Greece but
developed beyond the fourteenth century. The
pursuit of pietas, the service to others in a civic
engagement, and the primacy of the word were
elements that might come to mark events of
history that were temporally far apart. This is the
consideration one might draw from dealing with
the limitation of the Ratio studiorum of 1599.43

With this historical background, O’Malley
corrected the idea that the Jesuits transferred a
medieval mentality in their schools by adopting
university-culture and scholasticism.40 In fact, the
spirituality of their founder as well as the original
impulses of the Society toward the help of souls,
the missionary endeavor, and the engagement with
the world made them much more culturally
connected to the main tenets of the humanistic
tradition. This primacy of pietas was a core value
the Jesuits shared with humanists, and it formed
the main framework of their pedagogy.41 O’Malley
illustrates this in the following:
The Jesuit tradition has been deeply and
consistently humanistic on two levels.
First, on the level of belief in both the
practical and the more broadly
humanizing potential of the humanities,
and, secondly, on the level of concern for
the yearnings of the human heart arising

Another sign of the historical expansion in the
meaning of “humanism” that O’Malley
progressively adopted in this article, was that he
described the Second Vatican Council as the
“Erasmian Council.”44 O’Malley recalled the roots
of Vatican II as the humanistic element of the
Isocratic tradition for a variety of reasons that
remodeled his historical perception of the history
of the Church and are beyond the scope of this
paper. Marks of such an Isocratic-humanistic
framework, though, included the panegyric style
of the official documents that the Council
released, the raised authority of the Fathers of the
Church, and the same style of authority used by
the early Church as pastoral rather than legal or
judicial. O’Malley explored these elements in the
second chapter of Four Cultures of the West (2004)
and would later build on this thesis in greater
detail in What Happened at Vatican II (2008).45
In Four Cultures of the West, the fundamental
elements of the humanistic tradition from
Isocrates to the Renaissance humanists and the
Jesuits became pillars of a structure and elements
of a human attitude, which took the shape of a
much more natural approach rather than a
historically-confined phenomenon.46 O’Malley
knew the risk of ontologizing this approach. He
warned his readers not to move into a metaphysics
of knowledge that substitutes the word “history”
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with human, universal nature.47 Still, he would
agree that through Four Cultures of the West he had a
solid philosophy of history, similar to Wilhelm
Dilthey with his work on the Weltanschauungen,48
Arnold J. Toynbee with civilizations,49 Max Weber
with the ideal-types,50 Marc Bloch with
generations,51 or Henri I. Marrou’s triptyque.52
In summary, O’Malley’s work interpreted Jesuit
culture as part of the long-standing humanist
tradition and its way of learning. O’Malley also
seemed to think that this way of learning was
more than a historically-determined tradition;
instead, he thought that it was an overall category
of human understanding and anthropology which
incarnated itself in various forms throughout
history. The tradition of Jesuit education was one
of these historical incarnations, perhaps among
the most important ones.
4. Five Essential Hooks for Jesuit Humanism
in Education
We believe that O’Malley’s understanding of
humanism as the deepest root in Jesuit culture
never faded. Rather, he expanded his concept of
humanism beyond merely historical movements,
making it an essential trait of the category of
human nature that has displayed itself over time.
Such an expansion of the concept of humanism
seemed to coincide with a renovated endeavor by
the broader Society of Jesus to affirm humanistic
values in a globalized age. Superior General
Adolfo Nicólas epitomized this endeavor through
the quest for a globalized social humanism, in the
same years as O’Malley was in fact delineating the
essential profile of Jesuit humanism. On May 24,
2014, Fr. Nicólas addressed his fellow Jesuits with
an invitation to adapt to current cultural
circumstances, which require an aggiornamento of
the concept of humanism: “We must recognize
that our societies face radical challenges: ‘what
does it mean today to be human?’”53
The demands of a social humanism that could be
adapted to the times pushed the Society in the
early 2010s to reflect upon its mission, including
the educational one. In this context, O’Malley’s
ideas on humanism were rediscovered to provide
a clearer comprehension of the theoretical
foundations on which to shape an educational

model. O’Malley’s ideas were also to be
considered to outline a prototype of a “welleducated” human being consistent with the values
proposed by Jesuits, and more generally by the
Catholic Church, to be addressed also to nonCatholic institutions and students.54
The work “Jesuit Schools and the Humanities,”
published in 2015, tries to answer this call,
building upon previous research on Jesuit
education.55 And it extends this research to reveal
five essential characteristics of the “ideal graduate”
of a Jesuit school. This corresponds to one of the
four basic models of understanding of the
Western civilization, and offers a scheme of
fundamental, rather than historical, marks of a
successful humane education that Jesuit schools
should be pursuing to meet the contemporary
challenges of globalization.56
O’Malley called these characteristics the five
“hooks,” which he created to reflect the basic
goals of Jesuit education: 1) the Fly in the Bottle,
2) Heritage and Perspectives, 3) Not Born for
Ourselves Alone, 4) Eloquentia Perfecta, or the Art
of the Word, and 5) The Spirit of Finesse.57 Rereading them is useful to understand how previous
research was digested and repurposed in order to
become a practical text, ready to be used for
everyone who is involved in Jesuit education.
The Fly in the Bottle was a metaphor O’Malley
took from Ludwig Wittgenstein to signify that the
humanistic tradition of education helps students
“fly out of the bottle,” that is, to escape from the
“confines of their experience up to the present.”58
These include the prejudices and assumptions of
their “comfort zone.” Release from this expands
their awareness and consciousness to meet what
O’Malley called “the other.” In order to attain this
encounter, skills such as inventiveness, innovation,
intelligence, and imagination are required. He
believed the humanities to be the most proper
disciplines for such a purpose, since “training in
the humanities is a training, if all goes well, in
exploring ‘the other,’ and seeing how it relates to
the known–an exercise of imagination.”59
For O’Malley, this image is closely connected to
the second hook, “Heritage and Perspective.” This
hook emphasizes the importance of historical
knowledge as a way to understand and interpret
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the present and its cultural trajectory. Historical
knowledge involves an attitude toward literature
that values the high quality of expression that
some literature has reached, so interpreting and
incarnating the thought of their own times. Like
the Renaissance humanists and the early Jesuits,
O’Malley believes that it is proper not to
overwhelm students’ minds with all that could be
read, but to select literature based on the criteria
of meeting “the other” and to do that through the
“classics.”
Referring to classics, and in general to humanistic
values, O’Malley is looking at a historically
broader category than what a Renaissance
humanist would have agreed upon. An example of
this is provided by the third hook, “We Are Not
Born for Ourselves Alone.” This hook derives
from Isocrates himself, but O’Malley interprets it
in light of Pedro Arrupe’s famous speech “Men
and Women for Others,” in which the Superior
General of the Society of Jesus put this idea
forward in a form that was perceived as criticism
of the past tradition.60 On the contrary, in
Arrupe’s goal of educating men and women for
others, he simply proposes an emphasis on the
common good of the humanists and the civic
engagement of the classics. O’Malley traced some
aspects of Jesuit spirituality back to what he called
“the broader humanistic tradition”: “The moral
imperative has been at the heart of the humanistic
tradition from the very beginning. It correlates
well with the mission of the Society of Jesus.”61
The whole person of each student was meant to
be formed by a predominantly humanistic
philosophy of education, so that Jesuit pedagogy
could help bring individuals of civic engagement,
of moral maturity, and of distinctive Christian
spirituality into the public sphere. This was made
possible by the improvement of eloquentia perfecta,
the fourth hook, which is a specific habit of
cultivating language and its expression.
O’Malley argued that human learning cannot be
severed from the acquisition of eloquence, that is,
“the skill to say precisely what one means with
grace, clarity, and conviction.”62 In sum, precise
thinking and effective communication are essential
for the art of expressing language. Such art does
not involve the rules of the discourse alone, but
extends to bodily expressions, material aspects of

the sounds and gestures, as well as extra-linguistic
aspects that pertain to character, morality, social
reputation, and spirituality. Perfect eloquence also
involves aesthetic qualities and habits, and this is
the core of the fifth hook, what O’Malley calls the
esprit de finesse,63 which corresponds to one of the
most important values of the formation of the
gentleman in the early modern period.
When considered together, these hooks compose
the figure of a whole person that Jesuit schools
and universities should pursue through education
precisely because of their belonging to the broader
humanistic tradition. The characteristics O’Malley
put forward through these hooks have become
modes of an anthropology and fundamental
attitudes of how human beings relate to
themselves, others, and the world. For O’Malley,
educating humanistically and teaching the
humanities by providing students with a sense of
history, moral and political philosophy, drama,
poetry, novels, and foreign languages widens
students’ perspectives; it excites their
imaginations, and makes them sensitive in the
weighing of options and in assessing the relative
merits of competing values that they would
encounter throughout life.64
The Jesuits participate in the humanist tradition
through the tradition of the Exercises of St.
Ignatius in “discernment.” This is a nonsecularized version of the virtue of prudence that
humanists of all times have tried to inculcate in
their students. Humanist educators have always
tried to form their students
into adults who made humane decisions
for themselves, their families, and for any
group for which they might be a part,
decisions as appropriate as possible to all
aspects of a given situation—a wise
person, somebody, that is, whose
judgment you respected and to whom you
would go for personal advice, the polar
opposite of the nerd, the technocrat, the
bureaucrat, and the zealot. They tried to
instill a secular version of what we in the
tradition of the Exercises of St. Ignatius
call discernment.65
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The five hooks culminated a complex research
path started in 1968 with the in-depth study on
Giles of Viterbo (1472–1532) and the humanistic
environment of Catholic Reform in the wake of
Trent that emerges also from O’Malley’s beloved
study Praise and Blame in Renaissance Rome (1979).66
The five hooks appear as an attempt by O’Malley
to practically express that rediscovery of an
authentic past through the lens of historical
research, which he recognized as a major task for
pursuing a reform of the Church. An authenticity,
that “For Giles … was univocal and recoverable,
and he lacked our awareness of how ambiguous
and elusive it can be.”67
Conclusions
John O’Malley’s work has had a deep international
impact on academia thanks to the historical
approach that led him to focus on the dynamics
and ideas of significant events in the history of the
Church and the Society of Jesus. He pioneered the
field of Jesuit studies in a multi-disciplinary way.
He connected the great ecumenical councils of the
Church through the thread of humanistic ideas,
contributing not only to a further understanding
of the history of the Church during and after the
so-called “Tridentine era,” but of the Society of
the Ancien Régime as well.
As for Jesuit education, he paved the way for a
multitude of historians of education to enter the
complexity of Jesuit educational institutions
(schools, colleges, and universities) without
methodological biases which relied upon historical
caricatures of the Society of Jesus itself. He
created a historical scheme to help scholars
understand how Jesuit pedagogy was placed in the
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